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botanics
Just like most of our polinating 

insects many bee species are 
under threat from factors including 

pesticides and habitat loss.

Why solitary bees are 
perfect pollinators
Ireland is home to 100 bee species, including one honeybee species, 20 		
bumblebee species and 80 solitary bee species. These insects are important 		
pollinators for crops and wild plants alike, due to their ‘terrible’ pollen-collecting skills

Sarah Simpson		
Technician at the Teagasc 
College at the National 
Botanic Gardens

Honeybee and bumblebees 
collect pollen very efficiently, 
carrying it neatly on their 

hind legs in pollen ‘pockets’. Solitary 
bees by contrast carry the pollen on 
the hairs on the underside of  their 
bodies. This messier technique means 
lots of  pollen falls off  when the bee 
lands on the next flower, so pollina-
tion is more likely to be successfull. 

You could easily mistake many of  
the solitary bees for flies or even 
wasps. They are often much smaller 
than the unmistakable bumblebee 
and their other features, like their 
colour, shape and hairiness vary 
enormously. Some are hairy and 
black and yellow as you may expect, 
but others are entirely black, orange 
or even purple like the ‘Violet Car-
penter Bee’.

Habitat
As the name suggests, solitary bees 

live alone, rather than forming 
colonies as with the honeybee or 
bumblebee. The nests of  the solitary 
bees contain cells, where the female 
will lay an egg, with a food parcel of  
nectar and pollen for the larvae to eat 
once it has hatched.

The majority are ground nesting, 
digging narrow burrows into banks 
of  soil, clay, peat or sand. The bees 
need to warm up in the spring before 
they can emerge so they will gener-
ally use south or east facing surfaces. 
The other group are cavity nesters. 
They use holes in dead wood, hollow 
stems or the soft mortar of  old walls. 
One solitary bee species even occu-
pies empty snail shells.

Threats
Just like most of  our pollinating in-
sects, many species are under threat 
from factors including pesticide use 
and habitat loss. Even the repointing 
of  old houses has led to a reduction 
in bee populations. They utilise the 
cavities in soft lime-mortar jointing, 
which is often replaced with much 
harder, cement based products. 

Supporting solitary bees on the farm
Creating habitat for solitary bees on 
the farm is easy. The ground nesting 
bees look for bare banks of  dry soil. 
To provide this habitat, find an east or 
south-facing slope which won’t be dis-
turbed, possibly under a field hedge. 
Remove any vegetation by scraping 
the soil surface with a spade.

The bees will need a nectar and 
pollen source nearby so there must 
be flowers as close as possible and the 
area mustn’t be sprayed. 

Nest sites for cavity nesting bees 
are also easily made. Take a piece of  
wood, maybe an untreated post or a 
tree stump, and drill holes into the 
end grain using a drill bit. The diam-
eter should be 4-10mm and the depth 
of  the holes should ideally be ten 
times the diameter, but should not go 
all the way through the wood. Hang it 
at least 1m above ground, facing the 
sun.

For more information see the 
National Biodiversity Data Centre’s 
guide named ‘How to create a soli-
tary bee nest on your farm’ or visit 
https://biodiversityireland.ie/.

https://biodiversityireland.ie/.
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